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Abstract
In this study, 92 students, enrolled in introductory level courses at a small liberal arts
university in rural central Virginia, were asked to fulfill 15 hours of service learning with
individuals with disabilities. Students were required to keep journal reflections after each hour
they completed. The researchers analyzed this data qualitatively by looking at themes and
changes in attitude toward individuals with disabilities across the service learning activities. Data
was organized into case studies representing each service learning activity. Then, common
themes across the activities were discussed to assess the impact the activities had on attitudes of
the college students toward individuals with disabilities.
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Service Learning with Individuals with Disabilities: Emerging Themes
Perceptions of Individuals with Disabilities
There are many misconceptions about individuals with disabilities. Some people believe
that an individual's disability defines who they are as an individual or that individuals with
disabilities are sick and in constant pain. Others think that individuals with disabilities are special
and should be treated differently or that a disability is a personal tragedy and they deserve our
pity. Some believe that only individuals who use wheelchairs or crutches are disabled and that
those individuals who use wheelchairs are "confined" to their wheelchair. The most universal
misconception is that individuals with disabilities are a one-dimensional and cannot lead a full
and productive life.
To assess undergraduate students' attitudes in the southern United States, Hergenrather
and RJ1odes (2007) conducted a study "to determine the influence of social context on attitudes
toward persons with disabilities" (Hergenrather & Rhodes, 2007, 68). The research was
conducted on 1,297 undergraduate students. The Disability Social Relations Generalized Scale
(DSRGD) was used to determine the attitudes of the undergraduate students using a likert-scale.
The researchers looked at three subscales across a general disability: dating, marriage and work.
Analysis of this study was conducted using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS),
Version l 1.0. This study reported that the attitudes of both genders, female and male, were
positive toward individuals with disabilities across the three social contexts, dating, marriage and
work. The researchers reported that "undergraduate students perceive individuals with
disabilities as being similar to persons without disabilities" (Hergenrather & Rhodes, 2007, 72).
Hergenrather and Rhodes (2007) suggested that the results from their study could be used by the
office of disability support services at colleges and universities to prepare individuals with
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disabilities who are entering higher education institutions on how to anticipate the different
attitudes of individuals without disabilities in the school setting.
In another study, the attitudes of student teachers were assessed by Campbell, Gilmore
and Cuskelly (2003). The researchers evaluated whether the attitudes of student teachers toward
individuals with disabilities and inclusion would change throughout the semester. The
researchers surveyed 274 student teachers at a large Australian university who were enrolled in a
variety of undergraduate or graduate education programs. Researchers integrated the course
curriculum with "structured fieldwork experiences" (Campbell, Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2003, 375).
The questionnaire used in this study was based on one used by Wishart and Maiming ( 1996). The
questionnaire was used to explore pre-service teachers' knowledge about Down syndrome, their
attitudes towards children with Down syndrome, and inclusive edtication for them. In
conjunction with the questionnaire, the researchers used the Interaction with Disabled Persons
Scale (IDP). The IDP is a 20-item likert scale used to measure the attitudes of the pre-service
teachers towards individuals with disabilities. The study reported results about the student
teacher's knowledge of Down syndrome, stereotypical perceptions of personality, developmental
milestones, attitudes towards inclusion of children with Down syndrome, and attitudes towards
disabilities in general. It was reported that by the end of the semester the student teachers had a
more positive view of the benefits of inclusion and their attitudes towards inclusion of children
with Down syndrome. Campbell, Gilmore and Cuskelly (2003), found that "univariate tests
revealed that by the end of the semester, students' attitudes towards disability had changed to
showing significantly less "discomfort" (Campbell, Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2003, 375). Campbell,
Gilmore and Cuskelly (2003) sought to know whether integrating the coursework and field
experiences would not only change the attitudes towards one disability category but disabilities
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in general. At the end of the study the student teachers' knowledge of Down syndrome had
increased, they had less stereotypical views, and a better understanding of individuals with Down
syndrome. The student teachers' attitudes towards inclusion also changed, but researchers noted
that this change occurred because the attitudes of the student teachers' towards disabilities
changed. The IDP showed that the pre-service teachers "felt significantly greater coping, and
significantly less discomfort, uncertainty, fear and vulnerability when interacting with people
with disabilities" (Campbell, Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2003, 376). Campbell, Gilmore and Cuskelly
noted that the challenge for higher education professionals is to help pre-service teachers grasp
an understanding and acceptance of individuals with disabilities, and to provide pre-service
teachers with the skills that they will need to accommodate students with disabilities in the
general education classroom.
Elizabeth A. Nowicki (2007) conducted a study to see how younger children felt about
their peers with either learning disabilities or physical disabilities. Nowicki conducted this study
because many young children have negative attitudes about individuals with disabilities.
Participants included 24 boys and 26 girls between the ages of 4 and 6 years old and 22 boys and
28 girls between the ages of 8 and 11 years old. All of the children attended an inclusive primary
school in Ontario, Canada. Nowicki conducted one on one interviews and asked each student
four questions. The questions were as follows:
I. Why do some children find learning difficult?
2. Do you think this girl/boy will always find learning difficult?
3. Why do some children use wheelchairs and do you think this boy/girl will always need
to use a wheelchair?
4. Why or why not?
Along with the questions that Nowicki asked verbally she also had a drawing of a child seated in
a regular school chair and of a child seated in a wheelchair. The drawing was used as the tool to
help the younger students visualize a peer with a physical disability.
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Nowicki found that most of the older children had some knowledge of why some children
had learning and physical difficulties. Forty-eight of the 50 older children knew the causes of
learning difficulties and had little knowledge about the causes of physical disabilities. Twenty
five of the 50 younger children believed that a learning disability was temporary, while 13 of the
children had no knowledge of whether a learning disability was temporary or not. Of the older
children, 49 believed a learning disability to be temporary and only one child said they did not
know. Twenty of the 50 younger children said that using a wheelchair was temporary and 14 of
the younger children said they did not know. Of the older children, 47 children said that physical
difficulties are temporary. Nowicki found that the common theme among the younger children
was "those children who find learning difficult were not smart" (Nowicki, 2007, 422).
Another common theme that Nowicki found between both the younger and older children
was that all children who used wheelchairs had broken bones. Nowicki also found that older
children had a better understanding of the causes of learning and physical disabilities than the
younger children. The study also showed that younger children needed to be educated more
about physical and learning disabilities. Most children had some knowledge of physical and
learning disabilities but this study shows that children still had misconceptions about individuals
with disabilities and educators and parents must start to educate their children at an early age.
The attitudes of high school-aged students were assessed by McDougall, J., De Wit, D.,
King, G., Millter, L., & Killip, S. (2004). McDougall et al. conducted a study to understand high
school-aged students' attitudes toward their peers with disabilities and "to estimate direct and
indirect hypothesized pathways linking dimensions of school culture with students' attitudes
toward peers with disabilities" (McDougall, et al., 2004, 304). Researchers used a questio1maire
to score the attitudes of 3,000 ninth-grade students. The scores on the Chedoke-McMaster
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Attitudes Towards Children with Handicaps Scale (CATCH) revealed that on average, 61% of
students' attitudes toward peers with disabilities was a little higher than neutral toward positive.
On the other hand, 21% of students' attitudes revealed a slightly below neutral to very negative
attitude. Scores also revealed that the attitude score of females was higher on average than males,
showing that females had a more positive attitude towards their peers with disabilities.
Researchers found that a positive relationship between teacher and students had an indirect
influence on positive attitudes of students.
In 2005, young adults' attitudes toward pre-school aged children with cerebral palsy was
evaluated by Nabors and Lehmkuhl. One hundred and eight students who were enrolled in an
introductory psychology class in the Midwest of the United States voluntarily participated in the
study. Researchers used vignettes that depicted a child with cerebral palsy and a typically
developing peer. Participants recorded their attitudes toward the children using the Ratings of the
Child Questionnaire (ROCQ) and completed the Demographic Questionnaire. "The ROCQ scale
comprised 19 items assessing perceptions of traits and behavioral intentions on 7-point likert
scales" (Nabors & Lehmkuhl, 2005, 293). Results from this study showed that the adults'
perceptions were influenced by the child, and that most adults had a negative view of the child
with cerebral palsy. The study also reported that women had a more positive attitude than men
towards the child with cerebral palsy. Adults who participated in the study who had prior
knowledge of various disabilities or had worked with a child with disabilities also displayed a
more positive attitude toward the child with cerebral palsy.
Service Learning
Previous studies have been conducted to explore how service learning affects individuals
across various curriculums. "Service-Learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates
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meaningful community service with instruction and reflection to enrich the learning experience,
teach civic responsibility, and strengthen communities" (Learn and Serve America's National
Service-Learning Clearinghouse, 2010). Service-learning provides students with a hands-on
opportunity to interact with community members. The Community Service Act of 1990 defined
service learning to include such things as active participation, civic responsibility, and
integration into the academic curriculum of the students.
Service-learning has become increasingly popular in higher education classrooms (Astin,
Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Eyler, Giles, & Braxton, 1997). Novak, Murray and
Scheuermann (2009) reported that service-learning influences students' awareness of social
justice issues, confidence in leadership skills, commitment to advocacy and leadership roles, and
professionalism. Service-learning has been linked to the development of several key dispositions
among professional educators, including: commitment to teaching, democratic values, caring and
sensitivity to student differences (American Association on Colleges for Teacher Education,
2002). Service-learning is comprised of integrating service activities into academic courses. "The
1998 report of the Boyer Commission on Education Undergraduates in the Research University
urges the development of service-learning opportunities as part of higher education curricula"
(Gray, Ondaatje, Fricker Jr, & Geschwind, 2000). One major goal of service-learning is to
encourage civic engagement among the students by generating opportunities for active
participation in a democratic society. Service-learning also helps students to connect in-class
instruction to the service-learning experience outside of the classroom to develop a
comprehensive understanding of the curriculum.
Louis S. Albert, president of Pima Community College, West Campus, in Tucson,
Arizona said, "when the accounting major helps poor citizens do their taxes, when the nursing
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student helps with screenings in the local community health center, and when the computer
science major helps small, nonprofit organizations, they all realize the connection between
occupational and civic skills" (The Education Digest, 2006). State and national policy-makers
are also promoting student involvement within surrounding communities. Policy-makers are
encouraging "students to 'give back' to communities and to strengthen their commitment to civic
involvement" (Gray, Ondaatje, Fricker Jr, & Geschwind, 2000). "Faculty who use service
learning discover that it brings new life to the classroom, enhances performance on traditional
measures of learning, increases student interest in the subject, teaches new problem solving
skills, and makes teaching more enjoyable" (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996, 221).
Students at today's colleges and universities who engage in service learning do so in the
context of credit courses that combine formal academic study in a discipline, active
learning in the form of service assignments in community agencies, and reflection, all of
which simultaneously deepen the student's learning in the given discipline and improve
the quality of service for community agencies and clients (Di Maria, 2006).
Albert stated that, "done right, service learning creates even more effective members of
the work force by enhancing students' ability to think critically, solve problems, work as a
member of a team, and even deepen job-specific skills" (Education Digest, 2006). Most colleges
and universities are using or would like to use service learning as noted by Prentice, Robinson
and McPhee (2003). They reported that 71% of institutions offored service learning while 19%
would like to offer service learning as a part of their curriculum and 10% of the institutions
across the nation said they do not want to offer service learning.
Researchers have been interested in the interactions between students and individuals
with disabilities and the positive impact on the attitudes of these students as they gain more
experience through service-learning (Smith, 2003). Katherine Stavrianopoulous, a professor at
John Jay College of Criminal Justice, conducted a study on "Service learning within the
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freshman year experience" (Stavrianopoulous, 2008). Stavrianopoulous' study involved 25
students who were placed in learning communities to take part in service learning throughout a
semester. The service learning took place in a number of multicultural settings in New York
City. Stavrianopoulous explained how service learning can differ from community service
because the students are taught to think about themselves as being the "true beneficiaries" when
doing service learning rather than possibly reinforcing the stereotypes by doing "charity" work
(Stavrianopoulous, 2008, 706).
In this study, each student was asked to complete 15 hours of service learning throughout
the semester. The students also took part in reflections through group discussions, writing
reflective journals and watching films in class about the influence culture can have on the
development of children. The students also participated in a pre and post survey of 25
statements, using a likert scale, to express their attitudes and perceptions about service learning.
Stavrianopoulous found that integrating service learning and classroom content helped to "foster
students' personal and moral growth, increased their empathy and responsibility toward other
members of society" (Stavrianopoulous, 2008, 708).
In 200 I, Smith conducted a similar study in which she asked seven undergraduate
students to spend 2 hours a week with an assigned partner who has a developmental disability.
Each week, during these two hours of service learning, the partners would do activities together
such as, attending classes, going to the gym, and eating lunch together. They were asked to
participate in leisure activities and not take the typical role of teacher or mentor. The seven
undergraduate students completed a series of interviews, surveys and reflective journals during
the spring 2001 semester (Smith, 2003).
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This study focused on three thematic areas that were commonly found in the student's
reflections. "The three general areas included: the nature of the relationships that were developed
with the partners, a deeper awareness of disability labels, and the different meanings of disability
in society" (Smith, 2003, 82). By the end of the study, the students started referring to their
partners as "friends" when speaking about them in the interviews, indicating that their
relationship changed and became more important to them (Smith, 2003, 84). Participants in the
study began to change their way of thinking as well. She found that the concept of continuous
service learning activities with individuals with disabilities can help students form relationships
and change their perceived notions about disabilities in society (Smith, 2003).
A study conducted in 2000, used the students in two undergraduate Human
Exceptjonalities courses to explore the qualitative and quantitative data related to service
learning. Mayhew (2000) divided the students into two groups: the unlimited-choice group and
the limited-choice group. The unlimited-choice group varied from the limited-choice group
because the unlimited group participants were asked to find their own agency with which to do
their service learning. Participants in each group were required to complete pre and post service
surveys using the Scale of Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons (SADP) to assess their attitudes
towards individuals with disabilities using a six point scale. Data was collected throughout the
semester in various ways (i.e. reflective journals, focus groups, and telephone interviews).
Mayhew found a number of common themes within the student journals: feelings,
exceptionality of the individual, educational practices, reactions from others, connecting course
material to service, and the value of service learning experiences (Mayhew, 2000, 185). These
themes were seen in both choice groups. Mayhew concentrated on two aspects of the service
learning experiences: content and citizenship. Overall, the majority of students from each group
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agreed that their service-learning experiences helped them co1mect these two domains. Service
learning can help students see more than the value of service in the community; it may also help
students take personal ownership, expand their acceptance, develop new relationships and have
more in depth classroom discussions (Mayhew, 2000).
Service learning has been used in many fields. In 2009, Hirschinger-Blank, Simons, and
Kenyon investigated the effects of service-learning in the criminal justice discipline. This study
took place in two different semesters, one in 2003 and the other in 2005. During both semesters,
students in the juvenile delinquency course were asked to complete 15 hours of service learning
each week, tlu·oughout the semester, and in various settings. Hirschinger- Blank, Simons, and
Kenyon focused on five major outcomes for their research. These outcomes included: diversity,
personal development, interpersonal skills, intellectual development, and citizenship behavior
(Hirschinger-Blank, Simons, & Kenyon, 2009). The students were asked to take the Civic
Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire (CASQ) as a quantitative measure and either take an essay
exam or keep a daily journal to fulfill the qualitative needs of the research. Before the students
began their service-learning experience, they completed the Community Service Involvement
Preference Inventory (CSIPI) to assess their personal preferences and motivation levels to
become involved in the community.
In general, the value of the course increased in the students' eyes. More than half of the
32 students who took part in this study discovered that they learned a new level of patience and
communication skills. Hirschinger- Blank, Simons, and Kenyon (2009) found that service
learning helped students achieve intellectual development, increased their political awareness,
reduced negative preconceived notions about individuals in general, and benefited students in an
academic maimer.
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Service learning has taken many different directions. In 2004, Amtmann studied the
partnership between the Montana State Prison Wellness Program and an Applied Health
discipline at Montana Tech at the University of Montana. For this study, students were asked to
complete their service-learning hours by leading Continuing Health Education (CHE) classes at
the low security section of the local prison. The program had three objectives: to provide
opportunities for male inmates to improve their health, to create educational classes to help the
inmates learn about healthy lifestyles, and to give the students an opportunity to engage in a
practical yet challenging service-learning environment (Amtmann, 2004, 336).
Amtmann used a combination of open-ended questions given in an interview format and
a likert scale survey to assess whether or not the students benefited from this service-learning
experience. Amtmann focused the survey questions around the idea that the students who took
part in the service-learning activities would benefit more than their counterparts who were in a
typical classroom setting. The surveys were given following the CHE service-learning
experience. All nine of the students agreed that overall the experience was positive and felt they
learned more than if they were in a classroom. Fear, gratitude, and the sense of being beneficial
were all common themes that were found in the interview responses by the nine students who
took part in this study (Amtmann, 2004).
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was to investigate whether service-learning experiences can
change the attitudes of typically developing college students and their preconceived notions
about individuals with disabilities.

SERVICE LEARNING WITH INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES

14

METHOD
Participants

Professors at a small liberal arts university, in Southside Virginia took the concept of
citizen leaders and service learning into their classrooms and the surrounding community by
integrating service learning into their introductory courses. There were three courses that
participated in the service learning: thirty-one special education students, thirty-one
communication science disorder (CSDS) students, and thirty recreational therapy students. These
students participated in leisure/recreation activities with individuals with various disabilities. The
ninety-two students volunteered in six different locations: thirty-five at a local camp, twelve in a
pool practicum, twenty-two with Arthritis Aquatics, nine with "Jeffery", fourteen at the Virginia
Horseback Riding Program, and twelve within the public school. Twelve of the individuals
participated at more than one location due to the limited hours. at certain activities.
Location

Each service learning location was within the close proximity to the public Liberal Arts
University. There were six choices of leisure recreation activities where students fulfilled their
service learning hours. These six organizations included: The Virginia Horseback Riding
Program, the local camp, Arthritis Aquatics, working with students during recess at the County
Public Schools, interacting with individuals in a community pool practicum, or going to the
home of "Jeffrey".
The Virginia Horseback Riding Program is a facility that provides equestrian activities
for individuals, who have mental, physical, emotional, and social challenges or learning
disabling conditions. The local camp provided camping programs for individuals with cognitive
and/or physical disabilities. Here individuals of all ages are able to take part in camping activities
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in a setting that is accessible. Artlu-itis Aquatics is part of the Arthritis Foundation Aquatics
program that allows individuals to exercise without impacting their joints. The community pool
practicum was an opportunity for adults with disabilities to socialize and work on physical goals
such as, range of motion, flexibility, and endurance. The community pool practicum took place
in the small liberal arts university's indoor pool for about an hour, once a week. Students who
chose to attend the local county public elementary school during recess interacted with a four
year-old boy who uses a wheelchair. The sixth option available was at the home of "Jeffrey", an
8 year-old with cerebral palsy. "Jeffery" and his family rely on members of the community to
volunteer at their household to help "Jeffrey" improve his fine and gross motor skills.
Data Collection

The focus of the study was to look through the eyes of the participants, to describe their
attitudes towards individuals with disabilities. It was determined that an appropriate method
would be to have each volunteer complete a daily journal. Journaling is a method of data
collection, which gathers analytical text for qualitative studies (Clark & Creswell, 20 I 0). An
example journal entry was given to the students to guide each of them through the journal
writing process. The students were asked to separate their thoughts and feelings into three
categories: affective, behavioral, and cognitive. Under each category students were given guided
phrases to facilitate them when writing their journals. For example, the students were asked to
write about what they thought and how they felt before, during, and after each activity. They
were also asked to discuss the best and worst part of the day, which could include activities they
may have taken an initiative in or activities and people they avoided. The students also wrote
about misconceptions and new insights that they had about individuals with disabilities.
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At the beginning of the semester the professors explained to their introductory level
students that they were to complete 15 service hours and keep a daily journal as they completed
the hours. In their journal writings the students were prompted to talk about how they felt before
they went, how they felt while at the organization, and how they felt after participating with the
individuals with disabilities. The researchers also read through the journals of the students to find
common themes between the students and their feelings.
Data Analysis

The first step in the data collection process was to look through the journals in order to
find common themes based on the location of the activity. Reading the student's journals also
gave the researchers an insight into each individual's day and how their attitudes changed
through each experience. The researchers were able to obtain everyday accounts of what was
going on in the student's minds and if this experience was effective or not in changing attitudes.
During the next step of the data analysis process, the researchers used a triangulation
method in order to discuss important themes in each activity. The triangulation method is used to
obtain more than one interpretation and view point from the data collected. After determining
important themes within each activity, the researchers wrote a case study for each activity, which
were based on the themes that were found. The researchers also used a plethora of quotes from
the individual journals to support common themes. It was determined at this time that the recess
activity at the public school did not lend itself to the case method. Therefore, the study continued
with only five activities. After the case studies were complete, the researchers went back and
analyzed each case study as a whole, using triangulation again, to find major themes across each
of the activities.
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Vicki L. Plano Clark and John W. Creswell (2010) define a case study research design as
"a set of qualitative procedures to explore a bounded system in depth" (242). As stated
previously the researchers assembled a case study for each location. The case studies were
analyzed, in order to understand the correlations between the service learning experience and the
change in the student's attitudes. The researchers also discussed the most important common
themes across the activities, within the case studies. From the information that was found they
were able to answer the following research questions, which guided the study.
1.) Do service learning projects/volunteer hours change someone's attitude towards
individuals with disabilities?
2.) While working with individuals with disabilities, does a particular leisure activity
change or influence attitudes?
3.) Does the intensity, time commitment, of the activity change or influence attitudes?
4.) Does group activity versus individual activity impact attitudes differentially?
5.) Does structured activity versus unstructured activity impact attitudes differentially?
6.) Does working with individuals of a particular severity of impairment affect one's
attitude?
RESULTS
Arthritis Aquatics

The Arthritis Foundation Aquatic Program allows one to exercise without putting excess
impact on joints and muscles. The gentle activities in warm water, with guidance from a trained
instructor, helps individuals gain strength and flexibility. The Arthritis Foundation Aquatic
Program also provides a friendly and supportive atmosphere to try new activities. This social
interaction can help decrease feelings of depression and isolation. Progress in the aquatic
program can lead to independence and improved self-esteem. Most individuals that participated
in the program were older adults, ages 50+.
Undergraduate college students had the chance to volunteer in this program. A typical
day consisted of volunteers engaging with the older adults as the instructor conducted the class.
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The aquatics class lasted approximately one hour. Volunteers were required to discuss in a
journal their feelings about their experiences with the older adults.
Before the first day of this experience, volunteers expressed that they felt nervous
because they did not know what to expect from the program or what to expect from the
participants. One student wrote:
Before leaving for Arthritis Aquatics, I will admit that I was nervous. Most of the contact
that I have had with elderly people has been in nursing homes, and my grandparents of
course but they are not particularly active, so I expected these people to be very disabled
and not functioning very well.
Volunteers also repo11ed that before this experience they felt nervous and uneasy,
especially when interacting with individuals with disabilities. Many volunteers believed that
having a disability meant that everyone around you could see that disability. One volunteer
wrote, "I'm not sure what these people's disabilities are; most of them that I have met do not
seem to have any mental disabilities, or physical. None or their disabilities are obvious to me."
Volunteers learned from the experience that there are many misconceptions about individuals
with disabilities and that many times disabilities are not something you can sec with the naked
eye. Tlu·ough this experience volunteers learned that having a disability ranged from: hearing
impairments, speech impediments, and things as simple as knee and hip replacements.
One volunteer wrote about an individual who seemed to have limited mobility and it
caused the volunteer to think about how different her life would be if she had the same disability.
It also helped the volunteers to understand that an individual may have a disability but that does
not mean their life comes to a halt. The same volunteer reported "you have to give people such
credit when they have disabilities, this woman for example is so cheerful and happy each time I
see her. She clearly does not let her disability ruin her life." By participating in this experience
volunteers learned that individuals with disabilities are like everyone else. One volunteer started
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off her journal experience by saying, "I always thought that people with disabilities had a sort of
disease or something and I should not get close to them." This volunteer learned that individuals
with disabilities have feelings, emotions, and want to talk to others about their problems.
Another volunteer wrote "one thing I learned about people with disabilities is that they do not
mind talking to other people about their disability. They would rather teach people about it then
have them stare and just wonder." This same volunteer also learned that individuals with
disabilities want you to treat them just as any other normal person because that is who they are.
Through this experience volunteers really learned how individuals with disabilities have
to adapt to their surroundings to function as "normal" adults. One volunteer wrote:
I thought about how terrible it would feel if one day I couldn't hear what anyone was
saying-when they made jokes I wouldn't know when to laugh, when they had
announcements at the beginning of class, I wouldn't know-I felt like if our roles were
reversed and I was the deaf one, I would want him to repeat what he was saying so l
could hear instead of just getting annoyed and saying "never mind". I realized that I want
to be that patient person in someone's life who will listen and try to really help instead of
just getting aggravated about the difficulty communicating.
Volunteers who began to understand that having a disability can be challenging began to.
adapt the ways that they communicated with others. The aforementioned volunteer wrote later in
her journals that she caught herself gesturing when talking, talking closer to the man's car, and
repeating herself and not becoming angry anymore.
By spending time with the older adult participants, volunteers stepped out of their own
comfort zones and learned that not only do they have many things in common with the older
adults but that older adults are "real people", with real feelings and real needs. One volunteer
wrote, "I was surprised to find that, from what I could tell, not many people had obvious
disabilities." She later wrote:
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I can't believe that I was so close minded to working with older adults. The participants
of arthritis aquatics have taught me so much during my time participating in the class. I
never knew I could learn in so little time.
A commonality between volunteers was the fact that they did not feel comfortable
working with older adults. In her very first journal entry a volunteer wrote, "I kept thinking about
how I want to work with children not the elderly, and I was not looking forward to going outside
of my comfort zone." This same volunteer reported later in her journal entries that the best part
of this experience was being pushed outside of her comfort zone.
Many volunteers were also surprised and ecstatic when the older adults asked them to
breakfast. A majority of the volunteers reported that they were shocked at the fact that they had a
great time with the adults and that the adults have a wealth of knowledge about courses the local
public liberal arts university and the surrounding area. Volunteers were surprised but pleased to
know that they could connect with the older adults, even those individuals that they thought they
would have nothing in common with.
Once volunteers became comfortable with the aquatics program and the older adult
participants their nerves began to settle. One volunteer reported that "during the activity with
everyone I was so happy and surprised to see that all of the people are high functioning, they
were in high spirits and seemed very happy to be there themselves."
Because of this experience volunteers reported that they learned that older adults and
individuals with disabilities are active individuals who lead active, exciting lives. One volunteer
wrote, "I never realized that there is such a large population of older people who are still very
active and involved." Another volunteer wrote:
It really put it in perspective for me too, that just because you are elderly does not mean
in any way that you should sit around and do nothing. Here are a group of people who are
out and about enjoying life, and even falling in love!
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Another volunteer wrote:
I never knew that elderly people joked and gossiped about stuff just like younger people
do. I always thought that disabilities were only categorized to people in wheelchairs. I
was surprised to find that disabilities can range from hearing impairments to speech
impediments to things as simple as a hip or knee replacement. One thing I learned about
people with disabilities is that it is a part of their life. They don't stop their everyday
activities just because of a little disability.
The overall feelings and emotions from volunteers at the end of this experience was that
they realized they had the ability to connect with individuals with disabilities and older adults. At
the end of the experience many of the volunteer's misconceptions about individuals with
disabilities and older adults were put to rest. Volunteers also had a better sense of self-worth in
their ability to connect and work with individuals they did not see themselves working with.
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Pool Practicum
The community pool practicum allowed twelve volunteers to take part in goal-oriented
therapy sessions and enjoy social interactions with young adults with cerebral palsy. Both
volunteers and participants interacted in the pool for about an hour once a week. They engaged
in a number of activities such as volleyball, relay races, and floating in i1mer tubes. The
volunteers also helped the participants with their range of motion, flexibility, strength, and
socialization skills. The young adults had limited physical functioning due to their restricted·
range of motion. The paiiicipants who were part of the pool practicum were non-verbal or had
few communication capabilities. The volunteers worked with four participants. They were asked
to physically transfer some participants into the pool and help them complete each exercise.
Before the pool practicum began there was an overwhelming feeling of anxiety and
nervousness. Many, if not all, of the volunteers had never worked with individuals with
disabilities in a pool setting, which caused an overall feeling of being uncomfortable. This
volunteer described their uncomfortable feeling by saying this, "The worst thing about today was
feeling uncomfortable. I wanted to immediately jump right in there and help, but it was hard for
me at first." Many volunteers were reluctant to take initiative when lifting the young adults in
and out of the pool. "I always thought that people with disabilities in the pool would be very
dangerous." One volunteer pointed out a misconception they had about individuals with
disabilities prior to working with them, "I always thought that if you couldn't walk on land, you
couldn't walk in the pool."
Due to the fact that there were, at most, four participants during a class session and a lot.
more volunteers there were mixed feelings of how to participate effectively and work together.
The volunteers simply would feel "left out" or "out of place." As one volunteer explains, "The
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worst thing about today was that there were more students than there were disabled participants."
However, some volunteers and participants seemed to form bonds quickly and took initiative to
consistently work together each week. One student wrote, "I wasn't getting much exposure to
some of the people with disabilities so I left the larger group and started working with James
again."
After the first day, a number of volunteers still felt uncomfortable and out of place
because they were in a pool and they had the responsibility of physically holding/touching the
participants. A student shared that, "I had to hold one of the participants with disabilities and I
wanted to feel at ease, but it made me feel somewhat uncomfortable." A volunteer who shared in
her journal previously, made the comment "I was a little nervous when it came to transferring the
people with disabilities into the water. I was never trained in anything related to that so I felt
inadequate and was scared of dropping them." This same volunteer wrote later about her
experience saying, "I actually thought I'd be more ambivalent about it [the experience] because I
have little experiences with interacting with people with disabilities. But I still just see people,
not "disabled people," which is something I feared would happen."
After meeting with the participants each week, volunteers noticed changes in themselves
and the clients. One volunteer studying communication sciences and disorders (CSDS) was
proud to pick up on the non-verbal communication given by a participant. She stated that, "I
think that it is important. .. to remember to pay attention to the non-verbal behaviors because they
can give you an idea of the thought behind an action, or a desire that cannot currently be
expressed." Another volunteer commented about the improvement of one participant
individually, "I was surprised to see how much "Jane" has improved, she was using the ramp to
enter the pool instead of us lifting and sitting her into the water." The volunteers that reflected

JJ
J)
[)

SERVICE LEARNING WITH INDIVIDUALS WITH DISABILITIES

24

,:;
rJ
rJ

upon the most changes were the ones who worked one-on-one instead of in the larger group

r;

settings, "working with "James" has been great because I can see that the water sessions really

!')

help him and give him an opportunity to accomplish some things that he can't while he is in his

r;
'?
"'l

.,

'

wheelchair."
The volunteers were also able to make connections of what they have seen in this
program to individuals with disabilities in general. Reflecting on a race in the pool one
afternoon, this volunteer stated in her journal, "I never knew that people with special needs could
be so competitive! We had races today, and everyone who was in the pool, who we were
working with, wanted to win so badly! It was an interesting experience." These types of
responses were found in a number of journal entries regarding the pool practicum.
When pool practicum sessions were finished, the voltmteers would express feeling upset,
"because they would have to go an entire week before seeing/interacting with them again."
However, due to the limited amount of time spent with these individuals, the students were not
able to become completely confident and comfortable in what to expect and the interactions that
took place each week. Volunteers made comments in their journals about new anxieties each
week because there is so much time in between each session. In a reflection written after the first
few interactions, this volunteer expressed " .. .I feel anxious to get in the water and see who
comes today." A number of volunteers who participated in arthritis aquatics also assisted with
pool practicum. One of the volunteers who regularly attended both programs expressed its
benefit "I got really good insight into just how meaningful the experience could be for the people
involved in both pool sessions. I think that for some, it is probably one of the only chances they
get to be social and share opinions, feelings, etc."
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This experience required volunteers to look at their misconceptions about individuals
with disabilities in a different setting. Volunteers were continuously asked to share what they
learned while completing their hours. One student explained, "One thing I learned about people
with disabilities is that they are very happy people. They are also very motivated and do not give
up easily if something may be hard for them to do." The participants in the pool practicum left an
impression on the volunteers with their positive attitudes. Another volunteer also made a
comment about the participants' attitudes when she stated, "One thing I learned about people
with disabilities is their positive attitude makes you want to be in a more positive mood." It is
evident through the changes in the journal entries that the volunteers learned new things about
individuals with disabilities and it left an impression on them.
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The Virginia Horseback Riding Program
The Virginia Horseback Riding Program's mission is to provide and support equestrian
activities for individuals who have mental, physical, emotional, social challenges or learning
disabling conditions. The Virginia Horseback Riding Program is a therapeutic horseback-riding
program that serves all ages. All program volunteers must attend a mandatory training at the
facility before they can work with the horses and participants.
On the first day of their service learning experience the students attended a mandatory
three-hour training session. The students learned the necessary procedures such as becoming
familiar with the horses, their equipment, and how to deal with the different disabilities that the
participants may have. The students learned that their job was to help the participants achieve the
goal that they wanted to complete by the end of the course. An example of a goal would be to
improve their fine and gross motor skills. Having the participant throw a ball through a hoop,
throwing a ball back and forth to another person, and/or practicing balancing on the horses are
ways in which the participant can achieve these skills. Students were also trained to be
sidewalkers, horse feeders, water trough cleaners and horse groomers. A sidewalker is someone
who walks alongside of the horse holding onto the rider at all times. Most students said that the
training made them more excited to begin their experience at the Virginia Horseback Riding
Program.
Before their first day of working with participants at the Virginia Horseback Riding
Program, the general consensus from all students was that they felt nervous about the program,
horses, and participants. One student wrote, "During this experience I was nervous because I
didn't know how the horses were going to react to the pouring rain, and plus it's never fun just
standing in the rain not knowing exactly what to do." Most students felt that the training day was
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informative and useful but students were still uneasy about how the horses and participants may
act once paired together. One student wrote, "I was scared that if I didn't remember everything
from the training session I might mess up in a lesson and it could be very dangerous to the client,
the horse and even me."
Many students had a difficult time understanding how someone with a disability could
benefit from working with animals, especially such an impulsive animal, like a horse. One
student wrote, "I was always surprised to learn how crazy it is to put a child with disabilities onto
a horse. They are both very unpredictable and honestly kind of scary that you would put them
together." Another student wrote, "I do not believe that an unpredictable disability should be
paired with a dangerous and unpredictable animal." One student wrote, "I always thought horses
were too dangerous for people with disabilities to ride. I was surprised to find that horses are
actually quite gentle when trained for these types of activities."
Many of the volunteers had no previous experience with working with horses and
individuals with disabilities. A student shared that, "I never knew that kids with disabilities
would be totally comfortable up on an animal as big as a horse." The same student wrote, "One
thing that I learned about kids with disabilities was that they are happiest when they get to
interact with people who treat them like regular kids instead of a kid with a disability." While the
disabilities ranged from participant to participant, students quickly learned that different
disabilities meant different accommodations. One student wrote, "I learned that people with
disabilities need a lot of attention while on a horse because many of them cannot hold themselves
up." Another student wrote, "One thing that I learned about children with disabilities is that they
are people also that just want to be able to do things and have fun like every other person in the
world." This student also wrote, "I learned that people with disabilities might be scared of
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something but if you just give them some confidence then they will try it." Many students staiied
this experience with preconceived notions of individuals with disabilities and horses. One
student wrote specifically about the participant she was working with. She wrote:
I was surprised to find that "Mary", my rider had a disability. Later learning that she had
been coming to Heartland for a few years now and the horses were helping her improve
with her disability. One thing I learned about people with disabilities today was how alert
and on key the children were. I thought many children with disabilities don't really know
what is going on. Today I learned that they clearly know what is going on around them.
Students came to the Virginia Horseback Riding Program with many misconceptions
swirling in their minds, but the Virginia Horseback Riding Program broke through those
misconceptions and helped the students to see that individuals with disabilities are real people.
One student wrote:
I never knew that Down syndrome was not a completely debilitating disorder. I realize
that there are different variances of the disorder, but I didn't realize that a child could still
be capable of the same activities that a normal child is capable of. The child may look
differently and may have hearing and/or some behavioral disorders, but in all actuality
he/she is no different than a normal child and should not be treated differently, but now I
don't think this is the case so much. Yes, they may need different types of learning
mechanisms and help with everyday activities, but it isn't fair to give special treatment
when it isn't needed.
Another student wrote:
One thing I learned about people with disabilities is that even though they may not be
able to see like me, or hear like me, or think like me, they are still human' they still
deserve to be treated like people. This doesn't mean we should do everything for them
some things they are able to do by themselves and should be allowed to enjoy these
freedoms.
Students also found out that not everyone learns the same way. A student wrote, "I
learned that some individuals with disabilities learn better with one on one instead of in a big
group." She continued to write, "One thing I learned about people with disabilities was that
every day is a new day for them. They do not let what happened the week before stop them from
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doing something this week." Another student wrote, "I learned the term disabilities can have
numerous meanings, just because someone has a disability doesn't mean they are not capable of
doing different things." Many individuals feel that children should learn in the classroom and at a
desk. However, this learning technique does not work for all children. The Virginia Horseback
Riding Program takes various goals for children with disabilities and adapts them into the riding
rink. One student wrote, "I never knew that horses could help the children with disabilities in
such ways as relaxing the muscle while riding." One student wrote:
I never knew that with recreational riding a person with a disability could be able to be as
involved with the horses other than just sitting and riding. I was surprised to find that
despite the condition of my participant, they were very happy and willing to ride/learn
things about horses.
Another student volunteer explains:
One thing I learned about people with disabilities is that even though they may be
restricted from some activities because of their disabilities it isn't fair to not let them try
things such as horseback riding. If we can make it safe and fun then why shouldn't they
be allowed to participate?
By the end of the experience many of the students had a better understanding of children
with disabilities and how the therapeutic riding program benefitted different participants. One
student wrote, "It was a very exciting experience working with children who have disabilities
and also working around horses. I really enjoyed going every Monday." Another student wrote,
"I love seeing the kids have fun and it makes me smile and feel accomplished." Students learned
about various disabilities and how the participants' disability affects their daily lives. One
student even learned how to use a communication board. Students also learned that they had to
let the participants learn the skills and to not "baby" them. Students also stepped out of their
comfort zone by working with participants they had not seen themselves working with
previously. Students overcame fears the same way their participants did. One student wrote,
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"The kids out there as well as "Jack" have definitely changed my outlook on individuals with
disabilities. I have definitely learned that looks are deceiving when it comes to individuals with
disabilities." The same student wrote at the end of his service learning hours, "It wasn't until
today that I realized that people with disabilities are frequently just as capable mentally as I
consider myself to be, they just have an impairment that keeps them from being able to function
well." One student wrote, "When I was leaving I was thinking that I hope these kids are getting
as much out of this as I am. Helping these children out has in turn helped me out."
Some students felt that the Virginia Horseback Riding Program was not a good idea for
individuals with disabilities. One student wrote, "Today I was still turned off by the program. I
feel that there are many other ways to be social, gain balance and other skills without putting the
child in danger." Even at the end of this student's service learning experience the student had not
changed her mind about the program.
Overall students were pleased to know that the Virginia Horseback Riding Program
existed and helped so many individuals. One student even wrote, "f plan to come back next year
and help out." Another student wrote, "No classroom experience or assignment could have
provided me with knowledge gained from field experience."
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"Jeffrey"
"Jeffrey," an 8 year old boy with cerebral palsy, is home schooled by his mother.
"Jeffrey's" cerebral palsy is of a severe nature including spasticity of muscles and inability to
form speech. His mother is very active in working with "Jeffrey's" difficulties and has advertised
at the local public university for student volunteers to assist with "Jeffrey." His mother believes
in the techniques of patterning.
Eleven students volunteered to participate in this structured program with "Jeffrey." Most
treatments began when "Jeffrey" was three and a half. He would have therapy for twenty minutes
once a week. His mother felt the once a week routine was not enough. He is now eight years old.
Currently, a typical day with Jeffrey would include four ten-minute sessions of patterning
performed on "Jeffrey" in the morning and three sessions in the afternoon. This happens with
"Jeffrey" lying on a big table on his stomach. Five people each take an extremity (arms, legs, and
head) and for 5 minutes they move to a certain pace (a metronome helps with this pacing) in a
certain pattern. The leader of this patterning is the person who turns the head. The twisting of his
extremities allows his joints to be worked. After this session, while still lying on the table,
"Jeffrey" receives a breathing treatment. A reflex plastic mask covers his nose to his chin. He
breathes into the mask for 30 seconds which increases the carbon dioxide intake. This, then,
triggers his reflex to breathe deeply in which his body will carry more oxygen tlu·oughout. He
also uses a machine to complete an exercise called CO2O2 which is a more intense version of
reflexive masking.
In October, the family attended, the Institutes for the Achievement of Human Potential
for ten days to further develop "Jeffrey's" program/routine. The mother made an extensive video
tape of the volunteers performing patterning techniques on "Jeffrey", to document the progress
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he had made from his last trip to the institute. In November, student volunteers were excited to
hear and see the new routines to be incorporated into "Jeffrey's" day. Student volunteers
continue to complete the patterning exercises as before, but now include muscle stimulation and
elongation on all of his muscles, also known as deep tactile massage. This technique involves
pressing extremely hard on the muscles in small circles and then, performing muscle elongation
on his arms and legs. The volunteers also put his arms and legs in a flexed position and rub the
muscles in that position. His mother feels these exercises have improved his walking. Between
each ten-minute session of patterning, "Jeffrey" holds on to a bar attached to the wall and
attempts to stand by himself. The goal is for him to stand at least 60 seconds by himself with
three attempts. "When he is sometimes uncooperative, the volunteers would have to remind him
that if he doesn't stand, he won't reach his goal of walking next year."
After these sessions are completed, "Jeffrey" works on his clambering, which is a
simulation of crawling. To complete this clambering, a padded piece of plywood is inclined so
that he can ascend and descend within a time limit. When he is successful with a certain degree
of incline, the board is raised to a steeper incline. In the board are foot and hand holds to assist
the climb. To motivate his climb, stuffed animals are put into the hand or foot holds, and he is
encouraged to catch them before they disappear. Another exercise in patterning that was used
with "Jeffrey" is where one person holds his head and moves it side to side as other people move
each arm and leg. This is to simulate the movements of rmming. An activity that allows "Jeffrey"
to simulate cartwheels and somersaults while being suspended in a harness from the ceiling was
used as a part of his daily routine prior to the visit to the Institute. Now this gravity-free activity
is used only as a reward for positive behavior in completing the daily routine.
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Volunteers reported that before this experience they felt nervous because they didn't
know what to expect. "I was really creeped out that I had to drive over to a stranger's house at 8
in the morning to work with a kid I barely knew. During the experience I felt really awkward.
'Jeffrey's' mom had to explain everything she was doing, 'Je.ff,-ey' was doing, [and] what their
daily schedule was." Other thoughts about the experience included the difficulty of getting up in
the morning because personal schedules and time with "Jeffrey" make for a long day for the
student volunteers. Some volunteers stated they are tired prior to going to the session with
"Jeffrey" and particularly tired when they leave. One volunteer said, "I was feeling the same as I
always do before working with "Jeffrey." I was feeling tired and not at all that enthusiastic, but
once we got to "Jeffrey's" house my spirits were lifted when I saw "Jeffrey" smile and how
excited he was."
Once volunteers arrived at "Jeffrey's" home, they were introduced to him and to his daily
routine. Some reported that they found the technique of patterning difficult, frustrating, tiring,
and even boring. One volunteer stated that, "the repetitive motions can be boring." They were
concerned that if they didn't do the procedure correctly, "Jeffrey" would not make the progress
he needed to be successful, because it could cause his muscles to react rigidly. Volunteers
found that knowing the basics of anatomy would have made learning the process less difficult.
They also believed that "Jeffrey's" schedule was very rigorous and some days he was
cooperative and others he was not. Volunteers found that sometimes music would calm him and
would help his muscles relax. "Mrs. T calms "Jeffrey" down when he is hyper or stubborn. She
plays old music, like Peter, Paul, and Mary." Volunteers could see him progressing over a short
period of time.
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Although"Jeffrey" is basically non-verbal, volunteers were surprised by all the ways he
could communicate with them. '" Jeffrey' did communicate with me using a card in which he
can point out letters and spell words." He also uses a word board where he can point to yes or no,
and moves his finger to each letter to make words and sentences. His mother holds his hand to
steady his movements. One volunteer stated,"He used his letter board to tell me about a book he
had read." Jeffrey is even learning words from other languages. The parents and helpers
"... substitute a word in a different language into a phrase he hears throughout the day, like 'hello'
or 'good job'." Currently, he is learning German and French and will start on Chinese soon.
Muscle control makes it difficult for him to form words. Volunteers appreciated how he tries.
"Most days when we arrive 'Jeffrey' is there finishing his breakfast and trying to say hello."
Another volunteer indicated that"Jeffrey" actually said"hi" to me. It wasn't very clear, but I
could make it out." Another volunteer was surprised that she and Jeffrey were able to
communicate with just a few moments of contact.
"Jeffrey" is interested in similar activities as other children his age. One volunteer was
surprised that"Jeffrey" knew so much about animals and enjoyed telling others about what he
knew. It seems that "Jeffrey" has about" I 00" stuffed animals and has named them all. The
stuffed animals are often used as motivation for clambering and other patterning exercises.
Jeffrey showed interest in the volunteers' lives as well. When one volunteer showed a picture of
his dog, "Jeffrey" was quite excited. Like most boys"Jeffrey" looks up to his dad and listens to
him in most matters. '" Jeffrey' laughs and reads. It makes me realize he has similarities to kids
his own age." Like other children he needs motivation to perform the repetitive tasks that are a
part of each day. One volunteer reported that she "learned that people with disabilities have
different milestones and points in their life than we do, but the [milestones] are just as important.
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Although 'Jeffrey' may take longer to walk, he will be able to someday and that is encouraging."
At times though, the volunteers reported that working with"Jeffrey" was a challenge."Today
didn't go too well. During patterning, 'Jeffrey' was very stiff, making it impossible to work his
arms and legs properly. While at the standing bar he would do a little then slump over and make
it so we couldn't lift him. When it came time to clamber, he just layed on the floor staring into
space." On another day a volunteer stated that when it was time for"Jeffrey" to do his favorite
activity, the gravity free exercise, the volunteers had to do most of the work spinning him."He
('Jeffrey') acted like he didn't care and would rather hang upside down." "I suppose everyone
has their off days. I am amazed that 'Jeffrey' doesn't get like this more often as he does the same
thing three times a day, tlu-ee days a week [with me]." While"Jeffrey" has similar interests and
issues to other children his age, one student commented that"'Jeffrey' was lucky because he gets
more 'therapy' than a typical person because of the volunteers who are willing to help." He also
has an enormous amount of adaptive equipment (standing table, gravity free harness, breathing
apparatus, and communication devices) to help him in each session.
It seemed that most volunteers working with"Jeffrey" had little experience or exposure
to children with cerebral palsy and were unsure about how to interact and what reactions to
expect from"Jeffrey." For example one volunteer said,"l learned that children with brain
injury get startled extremely easily, even by someone's breathing." Volunteers also became
aware of the severity with which cerebral palsy could affect someone.
"The best thing about today, besides finishing my hours, was getting to spend some time
with 'Jeffrey' and seeing firsthand what it's like to have a child with a disability." Several
volunteers said that"just because someone has a physical disability doesn't mean they also have
cognitive problems." Several volunteers commented on the improvement"Jeffrey" made in a
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short time. "I did notice that this was the first time I saw him do all 50 backwards somersaults.
His clambering board was moved up to 63 inches, which is amazing that he can go that steep. I
can really start to see the improvements that he is making." A volunteer who has worked with
him over several semesters commented that he had made a big improvement based on the
number of new activities he is doing. Because of this experience volunteers reported that they
learned that there is hope for all with disabilities to improve if they work hard, and that
individuals with disabilities have to work hard at everything they do.
Student volunteers felt they accomplished something by working with "Jeffrey." "I really
enjoyed working with 'Jeffrey.' Seeing how much he has improved really gives me a great
feeling of accomplishment. It made me want to work harder every time I went and volunteered to
see 'Jeffrey' reach his goal." "The hours I spent with 'Jeffrey' help reassure me, in many ways,
that this is what I want to spend the rest of my life doing."
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Camp
Thirty-five students volunteered to participate in a weekend camp experience, from
Friday to Sunday, for individuals with disabilities, in rural Virginia. Upon their arrival they
received a brief orientation from staff members and were divided into two groups: caregivers and
activity planners. The activity plaimers designed a variety of activities for the remainder of the
weekend. These activities included fishing, a campfire/dress up, horseback riding, kickball, arts
and crafts, a talent show, canoeing, archery, a nature hunt, karaoke, and paying indoor volleyball.
The campers ranged in ages from teenagers to older adults with varying intellectual and physical
disabilities, such as Down syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy. During the experience, each
student was asked to keep a daily journal of their thoughts and feelings related to their
experience at camp.
The majority of volunteers arrived at the camp on Friday evening. Prior to meeting the
campers, the volunteers were anxious to see the camp and excited to meet the campers. Many
students did not know what to expect and had never worked with individuals with disabilities.
One volunteer stated, "Before meeting the campers I didn't know what to expect. I didn't know
what types of disabilities we were going to be working with." Overall, there were feelings of
nervousness, apprehension, and anxiety over the lack of experience prior to this weekend.
Another camper expressed that, "Before going to camp, I was feeling very nervous. I wasn't too
sure what to expect because I had never been in a camp setting with people with disabilities."
Once the campers arrived, everyone ate dinner together and participated in a campfire. After the
campfire, the caregivers went with the campers to their cabins to help them with the nighttime
routines of brushing their teeth, showering, and putting on their pajamas. One volunteer
expressed that he was, "unaware of how much it takes to do tasks that individuals without
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disabilities find simple." These interactions with the individuals with disabilities resulted in some
questions, for example; one student wrote "Why do people have certain disabilities and why are
some worse than others?"
On the second day, the volunteers expressed that they were excited for the new day and
curious to see how the campers would react to all of the activities. "Before going to meet the
campers for breakfast, I was very excited to staii the day. Outdoor activities were planned and I
couldn't wait to get the campers outside enjoying the weather." Many of the volunteers
expressed, in their journals that they were more comfortable and energized then they were the
day before. "By conversing with the participants, I realized that talking to them was like talking
to any other person. I grew more comfortable with the campers and learned what the needs of
each were and learned more about their personalities." Most of the comfort levels of the
volunteers changed throughout the experience; however, others still avoided certain aspects of
camp, such as changing diapers and feeding the campers. "I avoided taking the campers to the
bathroom and helping them eat at first because I was nervous I was not going to do something
correctly." One individual was hesitant about doing the horseback riding activity with two
campers because they used wheelchairs and he was unsure how this would work out. One
volunteer stated, "Today I did not avoid anything; I was caring to help as much as I could with
the many fun activities." However, another volunteer stated, "To be honest, I was hesitant and
avoided interacting with the campers that had cerebral palsy. They all were confined to wheel
chairs and I was turned off by one of the individuals who was very loud and rambunctious."
Because of this experience, volunteers were able to notice important adaptations that are
necessary for all to be included. This was apparent in a volunteers journal when she stated,
"Today I was turned off by the game one person tried to play with everyone because it wasn't
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adapted well for the group." Another volunteer pointed out that she "never knew that activities
such as archery could be altered for those who had disabilities." Another student shared, "I
always thought that there were things that some people could never do, but today I learned that
anyone can do anything if they have the imagination to adapt and modify the activity." There
were obvious hurdles throughout the day; however, there was an overwhelming agreement that
the best paii of the day was seeing all of the campers show off their talents and abilities during
the nighttime talent show. "This was my favorite part of the weekend seeing all the campers get
up in front of everyone and give it their all, was so inspiring." Another volunteer expressed that,
"The best thing about the weekend was seeing the campers have a good time. I really enjoyed the
talent show and karaoke because everyone was out of their comfort zone and we all had a good
time laughing and singing along with the contestants."
Volunteers seemed to be more involved on the third day compared to the other two days,
possibly because their individual comfort level increased. "I was much more excited about camp
now than I had been before. I felt much more comfortable and was ready for the fun activities on
Sunday!" On this day, they ate breakfast together and participated in more activities before going
home. Many volunteers expressed a sense of sadness when having to leave their new friends on
this day, and a large majority of volunteers addressed the misconceptions they had toward
individuals with disabilities before coming to camp. One volunteer reflected from the third day;
"No matter if someone has a disorder or not, these adults and children were extremely inspiring
and proved that anything is possible." Many volunteers came to the understanding that these
individuals are not just labels, but they are real people, with the same feelings that we have.
"Today I learned that people with disabilities are no different from people without disabilities.
Some listen to the same music and find the same things humorous as people without disabilities.
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I learned that just because someone has cerebral palsy does not mean they have no idea what is
going on." Generally, there were feelings of inspiration and wisdom. Also, students gained more
knowledge on the specific disabilities and realized that each individual is unique.
One thing that surprised me was the different severities of cerebral palsy. 'Jolumy' could
not speak but 'Tony' could. 'Johnny' would steer himself around in his wheelchair and
'Tony' usually has someone do it for him. I learned that people with disabilities are just
as complex as people without disabilities.
An overwhelming amount of journal entries expressed this sentiment, "never
underestimate an individual who has a disability because they can still succeed." Therefore, this
experience allowed the volunteers to see beyond a disability. One volunteer expressed that, "I
enjoyed learning so much about each and every camper, not only how they acted tlu-ough their
disability, but also through their own personalities."
Student's reflections across the experience portrayed a shift in comfort levels, attitudes,
and an understanding of individuals with disabilities. By the second day, volunteers were
begi1ming to gain a deeper insight and understanding into the issues that the campers face every
day. "These people don't get the opportunity to do everything they want because no one will take
the time to help them. I felt great that I was a part of giving these extraordinary people a chance
to get out and have fun with activities they usually are not able to take part in." By the end of the
weekend, students came back to school with reduced feelings of anxiety when working with this
population and an increase in feelings of accomplishment and motivation to take initiative.
After spending a weekend with these individuals, students from the university were able
to reassure themselves that this is the career path they would like to pursue. "Going to camp was
a blast and I can see myself working in this type of setting in the future." She also stated that, "I
learned that people with disabilities are the type of people I love to work with!" Other students
expressed how emotionally involved they became over the weekend, "I never knew that I would
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get so attached to the campers in such a short amount of time." The volunteers felt very grateful
for being able to learn so much and having the opportunity to help others. Many of the
volunteer's final thoughts expressed that, "throughout the experience of each of the activities I
was glad that I could allow others to enjoy the simple aspects of life that they aren't always
capable of doing." A volunteer stated that, "One thing I learned about people with disabilities is
that they are normal people and they can do things that people without disabilities can do.
Sometimes you just have to alter the way they do certain activities." "I never knew that people
with disabilities could be so active. They were all so excited about all of the activities we had
planned for them. Even though some of the campers had trouble expressing their words, their
feelings came through and everyone could tell that they were excited to be at camp!"
DISCUSSION
After the triangulation of the case studies, the researchers came up with five main themes
that are evident throughout the activities. The five main themes are: negative feelings,
individuals with disabilities are more than their disabilities (they are real people with real
feelings), adaptations and modifications to be able to participate, learning experiences, and
positive feelings.
Before volunteers went to their service-learning activities, they all expressed negative
feelings towards individuals with disabilities and the specific organizations. Feelings of anxiety,
nervousness, and not being comfortable were seen across all case studies. While the
aforementioned feelings were seen across the case studies, there were some themes that were
specific to location or participants. An example of this came from the case study about working
with "Jeffrey." A volunteer expressed anxiety about working in the home at such an early hour.
Another volunteer who completed her hours at Arthritis Aquatics reflected in her journal that she
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was apprehensive about working with the elderly because this was a population she had no
previous experience with. Negative feelings were also seen in the pool practicum case study
because students had not worked with individuals with disabilities in that setting before.
Volunteers who participated in the Virginia Horseback Riding Program described their anxious
feelings about pairing the horses with the individuals with disabilities. Negative feelings were
expressed by volunteers who attended camp when they reflected on their nervousness and
apprehension due to lack of experience and having to spend an entire weekend with individuals
with varying disabilities.
The second most common theme seen across all case studies during the service-learning
experience was the idea that individuals with disabilities are real people with real feelings and
there is more to them than their disability. Volunteers who worked with "Jeffrey" were surprised
to find out that, "'Jeffrey' is interested in similar activities as other children his age." One student
was surprised that, "'Jeffrey' knew so much about animals and enjoyed telling others what he
knew." Volunteers at Arthritis Aquatics gained knowledge not only about individuals with
disabilities but also about an older generation. Student volunteers learned that the elderly are
actively involved in their community. One volunteer wrote, " ...just because you're elderly does
not mean in any way that you should sit around and do nothing. Here are a group of people who
are out and about enjoying life, and even falling in love!" During the pool practicum, students
engaged in a competitive relay race among the participants. In a journal entry, one volunteer
stated that he was shocked because he, "never knew that people with special needs could be so
competitive...everyone who was in the pool wanted to win so badly!" A volunteer working at
the Virginia Horseback Riding Program realized that individuals with disabilities are just like
her. She then expressed in her journal, "One thing that I learned about kids with disabilities was
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that they are happiest when they get to interact with people who treat them like regular kids
instead of a kid with a disability." Volunteers were inspired after a weekend of camp and came to
an understanding, "that these individuals are not just labels, but they are real people, with the
same feelings that we have."
Another theme that presented itself during the volunteers' experiences at several
locations was the use of adaptations and modifications that were needed to participate in the
activities. In order for volunteers to successfully complete the patterning exercises that "Jeffrey"
needs to increase his fine and gross motor skills is his patterning table. Also, for the patterning to
be effective, a metronome must be used to keep the specified pace. The techniques used during
the patterning session help "Jeffrey" to become independently mobile. In the pool practicum,
volunteers had to assist an individual in a wheelchair into the pool in order to participate. This
modification allowed the individual to participate like her peers. Volunteers at the Virginia
Horseback Riding Program realized that not all children need to sit in a desk, in a classroom to
learn. The Virginia Horseback Riding Program takes various educational goals and adapts them
into a riding rink. A majority of the activities at the camp had to be adapted for the participants in
order for them to appropriately be part of the activity. One example of this is when a volunteer
pointed out that she "never knew that activities such as archery could be altered for those who
had disabilities."
Once volunteers had participated in the various activities a common theme surfaced in
the case studies. The theme, learning experiences, encompasses dispelling misconceptions,
therapeutic techniques, and personal growth or improvements. The individuals who worked with
"Jeffrey" saw him make improvements with his gravity harness and his clambering board. One
volunteer learned by seeing "Jeffrey's" improvements that, "Just because someone has a physical
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disability doesn't mean they also have cognitive problems." Volunteers who worked with the
elderly adults began to feel a better sense of self worth in their ability to connect and work with
individuals they did not previously see themselves working with. Volunteers in the pool
practicum took the activities a step further by relating their course work to their hands-on
experience in the pool. One volunteer studying communication sciences and disorders picked up
on the non-verbal communication given by a participant and linked it to the importance of
studying non-verbal behaviors in the future. Many of the volunteers who attended the Virginia
Horseback Riding Program came into the experience with the notion that horses and individuals
with disabilities should not be paired together. One student explained in her journal how her
feelings had changed, "I always thought horses were too dangerous for people with disabilities to
ride. I was surprised to find that horses are actually quite gentle when trained for these types of
activities." Through working with the individuals at the camp, volunteers learned that individuals
with disabilities sometimes are not able to have the same opportunities as individuals without
disabilities. A volunteer wrote, "These people don't get the opportunity to do everything they
want because no one will take the time to help them. It felt great that I was a part of giving these
extraordinary people a chance to get out and have fun with activities they usually are not able to
take part in."
After volunteers went to their service-learning activities, the majority expressed positive
feelings towards individuals with disabilities and the specific organizations. These feelings
included; accomplishment, inspiration, and the ability to connect with the participants, and make
a difference. Some volunteers expressed that they felt encouraged to continue in their
educational field. A student volunteer reflected, "The hours I spent with 'Jeffrey' help reassure
me, in many ways, that this is what I want to spend the rest of my life doing." Students who
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participated at Arthritis Aquatics left with a new outlook on working with an elderly population.
A student stated, "I can't believe that I was so close minded to working with older adults. The
participants of Arthritis Aquatics have taught me so much during my time participating in the
class. I never knew I could learn in so little time." The participants in the pool practicum
positively affected the volunteers' perception on working with individuals with disabilities in the
pool. A pool practicum volunteer explained in her reflective journal, "One thing I learned about
people with disabilities is their positive attitude makes you want to be in a more positive mood."
Volunteers at the Virginia Horseback Riding Program had the chance to gain hands-on
experience in a unique envirom11ent. "I plan to come back next year and help out." "No
classroom experience or assigm11ent could have provided me with knowledge gained from field
experience." Volunteers at the camp came away from this experience with feelings of inspiration
and excitement about working with individuals with disabilities. The impact that the three
consecutive days of working with individuals with disabilities reassured the student volunteers of
their paths in life. One camp volunteer wrote, "Going to camp was a blast and I can see myself
working in this type of setting in the future." Another camp volunteer stated, "I learned that
people with disabilities are the type of people I love to work with!" Overall, the six locations
positively changed volunteers' attitudes and perceptions towards individuals with disabilities.
Even though the majority of student volunteers showed an overwhelming change in
positive feelings, a few volunteers left the Virginia Horseback Riding Program with the same
attitudes and perceptions that they had when they began their service learning experience.
Researchers felt that this was attributed to the over emphasis on the horse rather than the
individuals with disabilities. One student's journal consistently expressed negative feelings about
the activities that took place in this program. This student explained, "I do not believe that an
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unpredictable disability should be paired with a dangerous and unpredictable animal."
Researchers saw this same theme across a small number of journals.
The themes that we found as researchers are evident throughout each case study. An
overwhelming majority of student volunteers began their service-learning experience with
negative feelings of apprehension, nervousness, anxiety, and being uncomfortable toward
individuals with disabilities and their specific activity. The researchers saw a shift in the
volunteers' attitudes while they were engaging in their service-learning experience. It was
apparent within the journals and case studies that students participating in this study realized that
individuals with disabilities are more than their disability (they are real people with real
feelings). Student volunteers also commented that adaptations and modifications are sometimes
necessary for individuals with disabilities to participate in numerous activities. After completing
their 15 hours of service-learning, the student volunteers reflected in their journals about their
learning experiences and their improved positive feelings towards individuals with disabilities.
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